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PLAYING THE SAP—AGAIN





THE POLICE SAY it was drug-related, ma’am. They think August was stealing to deal.” Angela Creedy spoke so softly I had to lean forward to hear her.


“That is a bêtise—a … a lie, a stupidity.” Bernadine Fouchard stomped her foot for emphasis.


“Bernie, my little volcano, you could be right, but I have no idea what, or even who, you’re talking about. Can you start at the beginning?”


Angela had been looking at her clasped hands, her face tight with worry, but that made her give a brief smile. “You are a little volcano, Bernie. Maybe that’s what we’ll start calling you at the training table. The thing is, August is missing, and when this break-in happened—”


“They had to pick on someone,” Bernie interrupted. “And because he is black—”


Angela put a hand over Bernie’s mouth. “August is my cousin, ma’am. I don’t really know him—I’m from Shreveport, and he grew up in Chicago. We don’t have the kind of family that stages big reunions. I haven’t seen him since he was about eight or nine and came down with his mama to visit. Anyway, when I connected with him, after I moved up here, it turned out he’s trying to be a filmmaker, but he works as a personal trainer to support himself. He also videos parties—weddings, kids’ birthdays, things like that. It just seemed like the perfect combo.”


The southern lilt in her soft voice made it hard for me to understand her. “Perfect for what?” I asked.


Bernie flung up her hands. “But to help us train and video us when we play, naturellement, so we can see where we must improve!”


Bernadine Fouchard was a rising hockey player. Her father had been my cousin Boom-Boom’s closest friend on the Blackhawks, and he’d asked Boom-Boom to be Bernie’s godfather. Now that she was a first-year student and athletic star at Northwestern, I had sort of inherited her.


“Angela is also an athlete?” I asked.


“Can’t you tell? She is like a … a giraffe. She plays basketball and plays very well.”


Angela looked at her in annoyance but went back to her narrative. “Anyway, Bernie and I, we’re both freshmen, we have a lot to prove before we can be starters, so we started going to the Six-Points Gym, because that’s where my cousin works and it’s not far from campus.”


“When this gym was broken into two nights ago, the police, at first they thought it was a prank, because of Halloween, but then today they said it must have been August, which is a scandale,” Bernie put in. “So I told Angela about you, and we agreed you are the exact person for proving he never did this thing.”


Bernie favored me with a brilliant smile, as if she were the queen bestowing an important medal on me. I felt more as though the queen’s horse was kicking me in the stomach.


“What does August say about it?”


“He’s disappeared,” Bernie said. “I think he’s hiding—”


“Bernie, I’m going to call you a volcanic kangaroo, you jump around so much.” Angela warned, her voice rising in exasperation. “The gym manager says August told her he was going away for a week but he didn’t say where, just that it was a confidential project. He’s a contract employee, so he doesn’t get vacation time—he takes unpaid leave if he wants to go.”


“He didn’t tell you?” I asked.


Angela shook her head. “We’re not that close, ma’am. I mean, I like him, but, you know how it is when you play college ball—Bernie told me you played basketball for the University of Chicago—you’re training, you’re practicing, you’re fitting in your classes. Girls’ ball isn’t like boys’: we have to graduate, we have to take our courses seriously. Not that I don’t want to—I love everything I’m studying—but there isn’t time left over for family. And August is pretty private anyway. He’s never even invited me to his home.”


“You have his phone number?” I said.


Angela nodded. “He’s not answering it, or texts, or anything. No updates on his Facebook page or Twitter feed.”


“The police must have something to go on,” I objected. “Other than saying that nobody knows where your cousin is.”


“It wasn’t really a break-in.” Angela picked at her cuticles. “Someone with a key opened all the doors, and August is the only person with a key they can’t find.”


“How long has he been out of touch?” I asked, cutting short another harangue by Bernie.


Angela hunched a shoulder. “I can’t even tell you that, ma’am. It wasn’t until today that I knew he was missing, and that’s because the police came to talk to me, to see if I knew where he was.”


I got up to turn on more lights. The only windows in the warehouse where I lease my office are at the top of the fourteen-foot walls. I’ve filled the place with floor and ceiling lamps, and at five on a November day I needed all of them to break the gloom.


Neither of my visitors seemed able to tell her story in a straightforward way, but what it boiled down to was that Six-Points Gym’s medical-supplies closet had been ransacked during the break-in. The gym worked with a lot of athletes, from weekend warriors to some of the city’s pro teams, along with many of the university’s athletes. They had a doctor on call who could hand out drugs. Neither Angela nor Bernie knew what had been in the ransacked closet.


“We don’t take drugs,” Bernie snapped when I asked. “Why would we know?”


I sighed, loudly. “It’s the kind of question you might have asked the police when they talked to you. Or they might have asked you. Six-Points must have controlled substances, or the cops wouldn’t care.”


“They didn’t say.” Angela was talking to her hands again. “They asked me how well I know August and did I know if he took drugs, sold drugs—all those things. I told them no, of course.”


“Even though you don’t know him well?” I prodded.


Angela looked up at that, her eyes hot. “I know when someone is on drugs. Ma’am. It’s true I don’t know him well—I was only two the one time he came to see us—but my mother told me he brought a toy farm with him that I kept messing with. She says August was so cute, how he put the animals to bed for the night, all the little lambs together, all the cows, how the dog got to sleep on the farmer’s bed. A boy like that wouldn’t be stealing drugs.”


I didn’t suggest that every drug dealer had once been a little child who played with toys.


Bernie nodded vigorously. “Exactement! So we need you to find August. Find him before the police do, or they will just arrest him and never listen to the truth.”


“Which is?”


“That someone else did this break-in, this sabotage.” Bernie cried, exasperated with my thickness.


“This is potentially a huge inquiry, Bernie. You need to fingerprint the premises, talk to everyone on the gym’s staff, talk to customers. The police have the manpower and the technical resources for an investigation like this. I don’t have the equipment or the staff to work a crime scene, even if the Evanston cops would let me look at it.”


“But, Vic! You can at least talk to people. When you start asking questions, they will be squirming and saying things they thought they could keep secret. I know you can do this—I have seen you making it happen. Maybe even the manager of the gym, maybe she is doing this crime and trying to blame August.”


I opened and shut my mouth a few times. Whether it was the flattery or the supplication in both their faces, I wrote down the address of Six-Points, the name of the manager, August’s home address. When I asked Angela for August’s mother’s name, though, she said that “Auntie Jacquelyn” had died six years ago.


“I honestly don’t think August has any other family in Chicago. Not on my side anyway. His daddy was killed in Iraq, years ago. If he has other relatives here, I don’t know about them.”


Of course she didn’t know his friends either, or lovers, or whether he had debts he needed to pay off. At least she could provide his last name—Veriden. Even though I knew that neither woman could afford my fees, I still found myself saying I would call at the gym tomorrow and ask some questions.


Bernie leaped up to hug me. “Vic, I knew you would say yes! I knew we could count on you.”


I thought of Sam Spade telling Brigid O’Shaughnessy he wouldn’t play the sap for her. Why wasn’t I as tough as Sam?
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FIT FOR LIFE





THE NEXT DAY I had an early meeting in the Loop with my favorite kind of client, the kind who pays bills regularly and has well-focused inquiries, so it wasn’t until late afternoon that I made it up to the Six-Points Gym. Which meant I had about a dozen texts from Bernie, demanding to know what I’d found out, before I even started north.


I’d made an appointment with the day manager, Denise LaPorte, and had phoned to let the Evanston police know I was on the case. The detective in charge didn’t sound as though the break-in was high on his own to-do list. No one had been killed or even injured, and property damage was minimal.


“You want to look for this guy—what’s his name? August Veriden?—knock yourself out. Just let me know when you find him.”


“You’re liking him for the break-in?”


The cop said, “We’d like to talk to him. He’s the only employee with a key that we can’t locate, so we’ve put out a bulletin for him.”


I asked what drugs were missing. I whistled under my breath: the gym’s medical closet had quite a cocktail on hand—Oxy, Toradol, Vicodin, along with stuff I’d never heard of.


“Were the quantities enough to make them worth stealing?”


The detective snorted derisively. “You ever been around a junkie, PI? Street value doesn’t mean shit. Ease of access—you’ll see when you get there. It ain’t exactly Fort Knox.”


Duly chastened, I promised I would let him know if I discovered anything helpful. Neither of us was optimistic when I hung up.


When I got to Six-Points Gym: Fitness for Life, it was just after five. The building was a kind of outsize warehouse. A signboard at the entrance advertised an Olympic-size pool, a dozen basketball courts, yoga rooms, weight rooms, five restaurants, and a separate spa wing. The sign urged me to join and become fit for life. Special rates for college and high-school students, 30 percent off for everyone who joined today. There must have been a lot of cancellations after the break-in.


The sign also explained the Six Points: USE YOUR HEAD AND HEART TO POWER YOUR FOUR LIMBS TO FITNESS.


A security camera videoed the main entrance, but the eye had been covered with a piece of chewing gum. Inside, a guard the size of a football tackle was dealing with a woman who demanded he let her into the locker room right now! He looked at me humorlessly and asked for my membership card and a photo ID.


“You were here during the break-in?” I said while the woman shouted that she’d been here before me and I couldn’t butt in like I owned the place.


“And you get to ask questions because …?” the guard said.


“Because I’m a detective who’s been hired to help with the investigation. Denise LaPorte is expecting me.”


The guard looked as though he’d like to pick me up and break me in half, just for someone to vent his frustration on, but he picked up the desk phone instead and called for permission to let me in.


“Down the hall to the back staircase and up to the second floor. You’ll find her—just follow the noise.”


“And were you here during the break-in?”


“What kind of asshole question is that? Of course not. We’re closed from midnight to five A.M.—that’s when it happened.”


By the time I left, the angry woman had been joined by a couple of men also demanding answers.


I passed locker rooms. Police tape had been crisscrossed over the entrances, but someone had torn it down.


You know the footage that TV loves to show after a tornado or an earthquake, with homes and furniture flung across the landscape? That’s what I saw when I stepped over the tape: every locker in the women’s room had been pried open. Gym bags and backpacks had been dumped. Bras, tampons, water bottles, swimsuits, candy wrappers, makeup kits—all scattered over the benches and floor. Fingerprint dust had settled on the clothes, making them look like the tired remains of a dust storm.


I backed out and peered into the men’s room. The damage was just as appalling, except for the absence of makeup. No one looking for drugs would have looted the locker rooms, although I suppose a serious addict might have been hunting jewelry or electronics. Could one person have done this on his own in five hours? The dumping maybe, but hundreds of lockers had been opened. It looked like a team effort.


I snapped some pictures and moved on to the back staircase. As I started up, I understood what the guard had meant by following the noise. The manager’s office was a small space, and it was overflowing with screaming clients. A man in a purple Wildcats sweatshirt was pounding the desk demanding a refund, two women were shouting about something stolen, a third, weeping in fury, was waving a silver gym bag whose torn lining was hanging out.


“Two hundred twenty-five dollars! This is a Stella McCartney original. Are you going to reimburse me or not?”


“Take a number,” LaPorte snapped at me when I squeezed through to her desk. “I can only deal with one person at a time.”


“I’m V.I. Warshawski, the detective—we spoke earlier. Let me know when to come back.”


LaPorte pressed her palms against her eyes. “There won’t be a good time. There will never be a good time. This is going to go on all night.”


“Damn right,” the man said. “It’s going to go on until you tell us when you’re going to pay for the damages.”


I climbed onto the desk and the room quieted. I looked down at the crowd. “Did the police take down the crime-scene tape, or was that you heroes?”


There was some grumbling and then another outburst from the Stella McCartney bag, wanting to know what difference that made and insisting it didn’t get me off the hook from replacing her property.


I tried to school my face into a mix of sorrow and pity instead of annoyance and impatience. “If you removed the tape, there’s no way to prove that your property was damaged by the vandals who broke into the locker room. Six-Points values you as a member and doesn’t want a legal hassle, but their insurance carrier will be cranky because there’s no way to prove you aren’t bringing ruined property in from outside, hoping to cash in on the disaster. You can’t file a police report, which you need when you’re making a claim, because you tampered with a crime scene. Fresh prints on top of the fingerprint powder will be pretty easy to ID.”


The people in the room seemed to contract, as if a freezing wind had blown through, except for the Stella McCartney woman. She was too outraged for logic, but a man whom I hadn’t noticed—because he’d been quiet—took her arm and steered her out the door. The rest of the unhappy athletes followed.


Denise LaPorte slumped in her chair. She was young, probably early thirties, and on a normal day probably attractive—her buff arms an advertisement for the gym’s fitness trainers, with that honey-colored hair that takes hours to hand-paint and keep glowing. Today her skin was the color of paste, and she had gray circles under her eyes.


“This is the first time the room has been quiet since I started my shift at noon. Is it true what you said about the insurance claims?”


I hopped off the desk and shut the door. “Depends on how generous your management and your insurers want to be with your customers, but insurance companies are used to train-wreck add-ons.”


She looked at me blankly.


“When trains derail, you get more accident claims than the total number of passengers on board. Your carrier isn’t likely to pay for damaged items people wave around, although the gym may want to take care of them as a goodwill gesture. The claims could turn into a nightmare, so for your own protection make this your legal department’s problem.”


LaPorte gave a wobbly smile. “Thanks. That’s the first decent advice I’ve had for three days.”


“You’re beat and beaten up,” I said, “but I need to ask you about August Veriden.”


LaPorte shook her head. “I can’t tell you much. He’s a quiet guy, qualified trainer—he did a degree at Loyola, which has a great certification program, and he always met or exceeded our standards.”


I blinked. “That sounds like one of those online questionnaires.”


She flushed. “I memorized his employee chart when I was talking to the police and to corporate this morning. Some of the trainers like to chat, so I know about who they’re dating or their dental bills or whatever, but August isn’t a chatter. Everyone—I was going to say likes him, but maybe respects is more to the point. We all know that his dream is to be a filmmaker, and he does private jobs for people here—weddings or graduations. I’ve never worked with him, so I can’t tell you how good his videos are.”


“Any personal details in his file? Partner? Next of kin?”


LaPorte shook her head again. “When the cops asked to talk to him and he wasn’t answering his phone, I looked him up, but he only put in this cousin, who’s a freshman at Northwestern.”


I grimaced. “She’s the person who hired me to find him. She doesn’t know other relatives.”


LaPorte clasped her hands on the desk and looked at me earnestly. “I know his cousin and her friend, the little hockey player—”


“Bernadine Fouchard,” I supplied.


“I know they think I gave the police his name because he’s black, but honestly, three of our other trainers are black, one of them from Kenya. We have seventy-eight people working here, everything from janitors to trainers to PTs and massage therapists, and seven people on the management team, including me. August is the only one we can’t locate. I don’t want to finger him, but it does look suspicious.”


“How long has it been since you last saw him?” I asked.


She made a face. “This morning I had to check that on my computer, but between talking to the police and to corporate, I know all this by heart. He left ten days ago, said he wanted personal time for a private project. That’s all any of us here know.”


I digested that: if he wanted to break in and steal the gym’s drugs, he’d waited an awfully long time. “You have a doctor on staff, right?”


“Oh—you’re thinking of the medical-supplies closet. We have two doctors who oversee any injury treatments that our PTs or exercise trainers do, but they’re not employees.”


I asked to see the medical closet. She got up readily—I’d saved her from assault, she wanted to help. As she opened her door, she even managed to joke that she wished she had a disguise.


A few people tried to stop her on our way down the hall, but she told them I was a detective, that she needed to show me part of the crime scene.


The door to the medical office was open, but the entrance was crisscrossed with more crime-scene tape, this time intact. I ducked underneath to inspect at the drugs cabinet.


“Should you be doing that?” LaPorte glanced around the hall.


“I’m not going to touch anything,” I assured her.


The room held a desk and couple of exam tables. All the drawers—in the desk, under the tables, and in cabinets along the walls—were open. Some had been dumped on the floor with a rough hand, scattering latex gloves, swabs, test tubes across the room. I tiptoed through the detritus to the supply closet at the back, which also stood open. I squatted to shine my flashlight on the lock. It hadn’t been forced, but whether someone had a key or was good with picks, I couldn’t tell.


Floor-to-ceiling shelves had held everything from support tapes to plastic boxes of medicines. I shone my flash on the labels—over-the-counter painkillers along with an eye-popping collection of controlled substances. The rolls of stretchy tape had been unwound, leaving elastic coiled over the lips of shelves onto the floor like a nest of flesh-colored vipers.


I rejoined LaPorte in the hall.


“Do the trainers have keys to the medical supplies?”


“Only the doctors and the nurse who’s on call. What do you think is going on?” LaPorte pulled nervously on her lank hair.


“I think your doctors are seriously overmedicating your clients.”


Her mouth dropped open. “What does that have to do with the break-in?”


“I can’t tell,” I said. “You’d need the cops to look into it—they’ve got the bodies to question everyone the doctors ever treated, or athletes with a grudge, or parents who think their kids were damaged. Or the doctors could have nothing at all to do with it—it could be junkies helping themselves to a stash that’s easy to get at. You have seventy-eight employees with keys, which means—”


“No, only about eighteen people have keys. August does because he opens once a week—the trainers all do because they take turns getting here for the five A.M. shift. And then there’s me and the other—”


“Eighteen is a lot of keys,” I interrupted. “Easy to pass around, even if they’re not easy to duplicate. But unless the front-door key opens the medical closet, I’m voting against a junkie. Someone who’s high or low, desperate for a fix, is more likely to break a lock than finesse it.”


“What should I do?” LaPorte’s voice was cracking with despair.


“Get police permission to go into the locker rooms. Photograph them so you have evidence for your insurance company, then hire a cleanup crew to tidy it up. The police don’t seem excited by the crime, since no one was hurt, and the mess isn’t very serious property damage. I don’t think they’ll object. Pity you don’t know where August is—he could video it all for you.”




3


AUTEUR DECONSTRUCTED





WHEN I FINISHED with Denise LaPorte at Six-Points, I was too tired to do anything except go home and collapse in the bath. I could hear the dings announcing incoming texts, but I lay comatose for half an hour, only stirring to add hot water to the tub when it cooled.


It was the two dogs I share with my downstairs neighbor that finally pushed me to my feet. They started scratching and whining outside the bathroom door. Mr. Contreras is over ninety, and although he’d rather root for the Cubs than admit he’s not up to walking Mitch and Peppy, he must have let them into my place as a hint that they needed exercise.


“Okay, guys, okay,” I muttered, toweling myself down.


I pulled on jeans and a heavy sweatshirt, running shoes, got the dogs leashed up, and took them for a quick jog to a nearby park. The tennis courts were empty but brightly lit, in case any enthusiast fancied a game on a cold autumn night. While the dogs ran off steam chasing balls around the court, I checked my texts. Five were from Bernie, anxious for word on August. She was about as subtle as Mitch, and equally insistent, scratching and whining at my in-box.


I tried August’s phone number—I’d entered it in my speed-dial file and had been trying it periodically throughout the day. This time, as before, I got a tinny voice saying that he wasn’t answering and that his mailbox was full.


THE POLICE AREN’T VERY INTERESTED, I texted Bernie and Angela. THE ODDS ARE THE BREAK-IN HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH AUGUST, BUT IT STILL WOULD BE GOOD IF HE TURNED UP.


Of course Bernie called almost at once and Angela about half an hour later, but I told them both I’d give them more details the next day, after I’d been to his apartment. “I want to see if I can find a friend or neighbor he might have talked to.”


I changed into a silk shirt and a wool wrap and went down to the Golden Glow, the bar where I’ve been spending too much time lately. I needed the warmth of Sal Barthele’s Tiffany lamps and the smoothness of her whisky, but mostly her acerbic friendship.


The next morning, when I got to August’s place, I was long after the fair. My only consolation was knowing that if I’d gone last night, I would still have been too late.


August rented a one-bedroom in a courtyard building, six entrances, three stories, no doorman. I rang the bell, waited a minute, leaned on it for a good thirty seconds, waited again, but still had no response to my third ring.


There was a semiresident super—he had an apartment on the ground floor of one of the units opposite August’s, but he also covered another building around the corner on Halsted. I knew this because my superior detecting skills had discovered the notice in the outer doorway about where to find Jorge Baros if he wasn’t in the Buckingham Place building.


I called the number on the notice, saying I was a detective with some questions about August Veriden. Baros was in the middle of a plumbing repair.


“I am very worried about Mr. Veriden,” Baros said, “but I have water leaking through two floors here. Wait for me and I will come as fast as I may.”


I sat on the concrete slab outside the entrance. I was answering e-mails and texts but got to my feet when a young man emerged from August’s doorway. He was in his twenties, dark hair hanging lankly over his forehead and a loosely knotted tie at the neck of a royal blue shirt. He was eating a bagel with one hand, clutching a travel cup in the other, a briefcase tucked under the coffee arm, manipulating the door with the bagel hand.


I held the door for him. “I’m a detective, looking for August Veriden. Do you know him?”


He swallowed, tried to speak, had to gulp down some coffee and said, “Not really,” in a thick voice.


“When did you last see him?”


“Can this wait? I’m late for work.”


“Yep, so is August. He hasn’t shown up for over a week. We’re trying to find him.”


“You and about twenty other people.”


“How so?”


He finished the bagel, licked cream cheese from his fingers, and switched the briefcase to the bagel hand. “He lives above me, so I can hear when someone else is there. He’s a nice enough guy but a loner. Last few days he’s had more visitors than the rest of the building put together. I’ve got to run.”


He took off down the street, his tie flapping over his shoulder.


I ran after him. “I’ll see you to your train or car or whatever. This is important. Over how many days? Last night? Night before?”


He stopped at the corner of Broadway, holding out his arm for a cab. One appeared almost magically, which calmed him enough that he paused, hand on the open door.


“I thought this might be serious. I told—well, the other person in my apartment—that we should have called the police, only you can’t start complaining about other people’s loud parties or they’ll report you next, and August is usually the quietest person on earth.”


“But when was it?” I tried not to shriek. “Last night? Night before?”


He thought for a moment. “Three nights ago. Yesterday I was at work, but another guy in the building said some cops showed up.”


He climbed into the cab and shut the door on my demand for the name of the guy who’d told him about the cops.


I ran back up Buckingham. Jorge Baros hadn’t arrived yet. When I phoned again, he said he was still drowning but would get there as quickly as possible.


I’d brought my picks with me on the principle that it’s better to carry more than you need than to curse yourself for leaving vital tools behind. I didn’t have to work the street door—I’d kept it from latching when I shut it behind the bagel eater—and August’s front door was worryingly easy because it wasn’t locked at all.


Three days ago his apartment had probably been a charming place, sparely furnished with a few good pieces, at least as nearly as I could make them out under the upended plants, CD and DVD covers, and dishes that had been dumped from a wooden hutch onto the floor.


The destruction felt like a shock wave. Angela’s description of her cousin came to me: the little boy who’d carefully put his farm animals to bed at night. Not nice, not nice at all.


I tiptoed around the mess to peer into his kitchen alcove. The same violent hands had dumped canisters of rice and pasta onto the countertop. Ants were rooting around in the food, which had spilled onto the floor.


In the small bedroom, the mattress had been pulled from the bed, the bedding itself wadded into a ball and flung to the doorway. French windows led from the bed to a narrow balcony, where planters with baby sunflowers and late tomatoes had been emptied. The flowers were still alive, growing in the dirt that had landed around them, but the tomatoes looked feeble.


I tried to search for anything that might tell me where or when August had gone. I snapped pictures with my phone, close-ups of individual pieces of damage, wider shots of the general disarray. I started in the bedroom, then worked my way around the balcony and back to the main room.


When I’d taken a few hundred shots, I returned to the bedroom and unfurled the bedclothes, laying them across the slit mattress. I didn’t see any bloodstains, either there or on the floor or furniture. Not that I travel with luminol and a UV light, but these weren’t subtle fingers at work, here or in Evanston.


Bernie and Angela had said August wanted to make movies. I didn’t see any cameras or laptops, but that didn’t mean anything: the wreckers could have taken them, August could have left with them, even the cops might have lifted them, since the bagel eater said they’d been here yesterday.


Looking around, I wondered if the police had really come. There wasn’t any crime-scene tape, nor the telltale silver dust of a fingerprint search.


I sat back on my heels. There had to be something here that would give me a starting point. August owned books as well as CDs and DVDs. It seemed beside the point to worry about disturbing evidence; I just didn’t want to leave my own prints here. Using my coat sleeve, I picked up books, shook them to see if any useful notes slipped out, then closed them and put them back on their shelves. He had a solid collection of black writers: James Baldwin, Lorraine Hansberry, Malcolm X, Ta-Nehisi Coates, Angela Davis.


My phone rang. I jumped up, hoping it was the building super, but it was only Bernie. I let it go to voice mail, but the call reminded me to check whether August was old-fashioned enough for a land-line and voice mail.


I didn’t find any jacks or dismembered phones: like his peers, he did everything via cell towers. I came upon an artist’s sketchbook. I didn’t touch it with my hands but lifted some of the pages with a kitchen knife. The book seemed to be a kind of artist’s diary, where August wrote down story ideas and made rough drawings of sets.


I found a garbage bag in one of the open kitchen drawers and slipped the book inside. I also took some of the unlabeled DVDs, hoping they might include August’s own film efforts. Perhaps he’d been filming something dangerous and the perpetrators had come hunting him, first at the gym and then in his own apartment. Perhaps it would be exciting footage of weddings and bar mitzvahs. Maybe I’d offload them onto Bernie and Angela—it would keep them occupied, keep them from buzzing around me demanding to know what I was doing.


As I made a last circuit of the rooms, I stopped to study the outsize film posters on the walls. Oscar Micheaux held pride of place over the bed, with a poster for Within Our Gates. Facing him was Ousmane Sembène’s Black Girl.


I squinted to study the paper through the glare on the glass covers—the posters looked like originals, but along with luminol I lacked paper-authenticating equipment. And expertise.


Kasi Lemmons and Gordon Parks were in the main room. Emerald Ferring, in Pride of Place, faced the entryway. Her portrait, the expression aloof, filled most of the poster, with a small inset of her in prison garb, presumably a scene from the movie. It was different from the others because because it was signed.


“August, I believe in you: believe in yourself,” she’d written in small, neat letters along the right side and then signed her name with a flourish that covered most of the bottom of the frame. I’d never heard of Emerald Ferring or Pride of Place, but that didn’t mean anything: I’m not a pop-culture maven like Alan Banks or Rebus.


The ruined apartment seemed to be draining my self-confidence—no luminol, no paper expertise, ignorant of pop culture. There must be something I was good at.


Jorge Baros, the building super, came up the walk as I was leaving the building. He was a tall, lean man, with the noble face of an Afghan hound. Incongruously, he was followed by a small white terrier, who sniffed at my jeans legs but sat at a hand sign from Baros.


The super knew about the wreck of August’s apartment—he’d been the person who called the police. “And that was yesterday. Why is only today a detective coming?”


“I’m private, not with the police.”


“Ah, private. Someone has hired you to solve this crime?”


“Someone has asked me to find Mr. Veriden. I didn’t know about the break-in until I got here this morning. It doesn’t look as though the police did much yesterday.”


Baros spit. “The police did nothing. They asked was Mr. Veriden often fighting with his lovers, and I said he was always quiet, not a fighting kind of man. And always very neat. Whenever I go into his apartment—which is only when there is a problem, I am not spying, believe me, but sometimes I must fix a radiator or a refrigerator—everything is clean, orderly. The flowers—those broke my heart. He cares for his flowers, and they bring cheer to the apartment. He knows my wife is not well, and often he gives me flowers for her. What has happened to him? They did not harm him, did they?”


I spread my hands, universal sign of bafflement. “The night before Halloween, there was a major act of vandalism at a big Evanston gym where he works. Police think he was stealing their drug supply, but his apartment looks as though someone was trying to find something.”


“He would not be stealing drugs. He is so honest.” Baros pronounced the h, as my mother used to—Latin speakers uncertain about when it is silent in English, when it is aspirated.


“He took off about ten days ago without saying where he was going,” I said. “Does he have a lover, or friends in the building or the neighborhood, he would talk to?”


Baros shook his head. “I don’t know everything about the tenants—there are thirty-six apartments here, after all. But we live opposite, my wife and I, so we see this entrance more than the others, and my wife, she worries about August, that he is too lonely. He is so polite, so kindhearted, one of the few who even knows she is having radiation treatments. He has taken care of Rosquilla for us sometimes.”


He pointed at the little terrier, who barked at his name.


“Can I talk to your wife? Maybe August confided in her.”


Baros’s wife was at work, despite her cancer treatments, but he promised to consult her and call me.


“You didn’t see who broke in?” I asked.


“We are in bed at ten, so it has taken place after that. After seeing the destruction in Mr. Veriden’s home, I am telling the owners they must put in better security, cameras, alarms, but it is too late to protect Mr. Veriden.”


I shook hands and left him on that melancholy note. His phone was ringing as I went down the walk, and he called out to me to wait—it was his wife, on her break.


He spoke in Spanish, explaining that a detective was here asking about Señor Veriden. After that, I lost track of the conversation, except for the “sí, sí, sí” that Baros interjected at intervals.


When he hung up, Baros shook his head sadly. “She didn’t know he was going away. He is a nice young man. We would not like to think of any harm coming to him.”
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LONG SHOT





EVEN THOUGH I’D never met August, I wouldn’t want any harm to come to him either. I had gone to his place partly to quiet Bernie, partly because I’d been baffled by what I’d seen at the gym yesterday.


Now I was not only baffled but worried. In fiction it’s the cliché of the serial killer or drug dealer that he’s quiet, keeps himself to himself: Such a good boy, so attentive to my wife, you’d never suspect him of dismembering and burying a dozen people. We never believed he was head of a cartel that stole drugs from college locker rooms.


In fiction August would be that person—quiet, thoughtful, tidy on the outside, a raging psychopath within. This being real life, or at least as close as I could get to such a thing, I found it highly unlikely. Call it impossible.


A cold drizzle began to fall, forcing me to sprint the last quarter mile home—parking is at such a premium in August’s neck of the woods that I’d walked the two miles from my own place. There’s nothing like physical discomfort to clear the mind. When I’d changed into dry clothes and made myself an espresso, I phoned a detective I know at Area Six.


Terry Finchley and I have a long history. We respect each other and don’t quite trust each other. In his case it’s part general cop dislike of PIs complicated by his being close to a cop I used to date: Terry thinks I behaved badly to Conrad Rawlings, because Conrad got shot when he involved himself in a case I was working. However, Terry is one of the most senior officers I know whom I trust. He’s also African-American and might be more empathetic with August’s situation.


I left a précis of the situation on his voice mail. “Right now your buddies in Evanston aren’t treating it like much of anything, but I don’t want August in the cross hairs if they suddenly decide it’s a major event. I’d love it if your techies printed the ruins in August’s apartment and compared notes with Evanston over the break-in at the gym.”


The dogs had come upstairs while I was on the phone, delighted to have me back in the middle of the day. I petted them absentmindedly.


I needed to talk to someone who knew August better than Bernie and Angela did. I’d run a search on him through my subscription utilities, which give me access to a lot of law-enforcement and financial data that ought not to be available to people like me.


Neither LifeStory nor DataMonitor had turned up much beyond what Angela had told me: August had studied exercise therapy and film at Loyola, he worked for Six-Points as a contract employee, he was an orphan whose father had died in the First Gulf War, and his only relatives were Angela’s branch of the family down in Louisiana. His bank account was modest, but twelve days ago he’d cashed a check for four thousand dollars.


I whistled softly. Even though it didn’t go as far today as it used to, that was a respectable wad to be carrying around. No sign of where it came from either. Maybe he’d done an exceptional job filming a middle reliever’s trapezius movement.


Both search engines mentioned August’s film work and his web-site: Spectral Vision, with the tagline “Turning ghosts of ideas from reel to real.” I clicked on the link and found clips of some of his work—weddings, mostly of gay or lesbian couples; First Communions and bar mitzvahs; forays into art shorts of the kind that are popular today, featuring ominous unseeable presences with people running from horrors too terrible to make concrete. Nothing that suggested a four-thousand-dollar check.


His publicity photo on the website was an artfully arranged shot of him staring at himself in a sequence of mirrors. It showed him in standard young-auteur dress: black turtleneck, black leather jacket, blue jeans. His face was round, with full cheeks and deep-set, serious eyes. I copied the picture to my photo album.


“August, I believe in you,” Emerald Ferring had written on his poster. I asked my phone if it knew anything about Ferring or Pride of Place. The movie had been made in 1967 by Jarvis Nilsson, a black male director I’d also never heard of. Pride of Place had been screened at only a handful of theaters in Harlem, Bronzeville, and other black neighborhoods around the country before it disappeared without a trace.


I scrolled through the plot summary. Ferring played a young woman raised in a wealthy black enclave on Cape Cod. It’s 1964, Freedom Summer, and she’s a freshman at Vassar who volunteers to go to Mississippi, against the wishes of her parents. She is arrested during a voter-registration drive. Her parents bail her out and try to bring her home, but she insists on staying in prison with the other detainees. After her release she gets involved with a sharecropper and witnesses his murder at the hands of the Klan. At the end of the movie, she withdraws from Vassar, following a hot altercation with the college president along with her parents, and returns to Mississippi to help run a Freedom School.


Wikipedia didn’t offer much about Ferring. Neither did my databases, but they told me she’d been born in Fort Riley, Kansas, in 1944. The account of how she’d met Nilsson was sketchy, but she’d made two other films with him after Pride of Place, both of which had also disappeared after a minimal release.


Her current home was in Chicago, where she’d settled while filming Lakeview, a series that sounded like a thinly disguised remake of The Jeffersons: the show’s theme song was “Moving On Up to the North Side.” I wondered how much litigation that had spawned.


Ferring had given August her autograph and a personal message; maybe she’d also let him confide his dreams and plans. Maybe he’d even told her where he was going. It was a long shot, but I didn’t have any close ones.


Ferring lived down on Ninety-sixth Street, in the Washington Heights neighborhood, a few blocks from the church where Barack used to worship when he was a state senator.


My calendar was clear until midafternoon, when I needed to be in court to testify in a warehouse-supply scam I’d helped uncover. I could get down to Ninety-sixth Street and still make my court date, if I hustled to my office for my case files. I changed quickly into my courtroom costume, a severely cut suit in superfine wool, but as I was stuffing keys and laptop into my briefcase, I recalled the aloof, regal face in August’s poster. That photo was almost fifty years old, but Ms. Ferring didn’t look like the kind of person a stray detective could just barge in on.


My databases had given me Ferring’s unlisted number. A man with a deep, soft voice answered on the fifth ring.


When I announced myself and asked if I could speak with Ms. Ferring, the deep voice became cold. “What are you selling?”


“Nothing,” I said. “I’m a private investigator—”


He hung up on me. A son or a butler whose job was to protect Ferring’s privacy?


I tried phoning again. This time my call went straight to voice mail. Announcement only, no way to leave a message.


I gritted my teeth. If the traffic gods had any sense of decency, I could get down to Ninety-sixth and Halsted, have an hour with Ms. Ferring or her bulldog, and still make my court date. I made sure my makeup go-bag was in my briefcase, drove to my office for my files, and covered the fifteen miles to Ferring’s house in a breathtaking forty-seven minutes. Speed record on the Ryan this time of day.


Ferring lived on a street of small ranch houses and tidy yards. The trees had dropped their leaves, but most people had raked their lawns. Halloween decorations still dripped ghostly fingers from the bushes, but Ferring’s walk, like her neighbor’s, was lined with potted mums. Her house was a bit bigger than the others on the block, but not ostentatiously so.


No one answered, and anyway, the house felt empty behind the shrouded windows. Empty buildings seem remote somehow, as if without people inside they were withholding themselves from the world.


Across the street an older woman was out with a dachshund. The dog was barking at a squirrel taunting it from a nearby tree, but the woman was staring at me in frank curiosity. White woman in a black neighborhood, what could I possibly be doing here?


I walked over and introduced myself. “I’m hoping to talk to Ms. Ferring. You wouldn’t know if she’s due back soon, would you?”


The woman curled her lip. “Are you expecting to sell her something, like sandy cement for her driveway?”


“A lot of scam artists trolling around here?” I asked. It’s an infuriating part of modern life, bogus contractors preying on the elderly. That might explain the coldness of the young man who’d answered Ferring’s phone.


“And you’re not one of them.” Her mouth twisted more derisively.


“I’m a private detective.” I handed her one of my cards. “A young man, a wannabe filmmaker, has disappeared. He’s a loner, without much family, and I can’t find anyone who knows where he is. I know he made a good impression on Ms. Ferring, and I’m hoping he might have told her where he was going.”


“Would this young filmmaker have a name?”


I pulled out my cell phone and showed her August’s picture. “August Veriden.”


“And what is it you think he’s doing with Ms. Emerald? Stealing from her?” The contemptuous twist of her lips became more pronounced.


First the guy with the deep voice hung up on me, and now this. I began to wonder if August was actually hiding inside Ferring’s house and the neighborhood was protecting him from authorities, or just from a nosy white woman. But that would mean he’d been involved in something that predated the break-ins at the gym and his home.


The dog kept whining and growling, pulling on its leash while the squirrel made that chuck-chuck-chuck sound: I’m up a tree and you’re stuck. My sympathies were completely with the dog.


I shook my head. “I can’t tell you more than I have already: I’ve been hired to find him, and I can’t find anyone who knows him. Speaking to Ms. Ferring is my last hope. Is she ill or out of town that she isn’t answering her phone herself?”


“Don’t we all deserve some privacy, away from prying questions?” the woman burst out.


“Is that what this sounds like? I’m not trying to pry into Ms. Ferring’s life and business, but young August Veriden may well get framed for a crime I don’t think he committed. The police have issued a bulletin asking for anyone who spots him to turn him in. I’d like to find him first. If you can’t help me, I’ll ring every bell on the street. Someone will tell me something.”


The woman looked down at her dog, yanked at its leash, snapped at “Poppy” to be quiet. Poppy grinned up at her and resumed barking.


“You’d better talk to Troy,” she said to me, her lips tight with bitterness at having given in to me. “Troy Hempel.”


She pointed at the house just south of Ferring’s. “He ran errands for Ms. Emerald when he was a boy, and he’s the person she trusts with her power of attorney and what-have-you. He’s at work now—his mother’s the only person home. He’s at a downtown bank, technology director.”
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DESIGNER BEER





TROY HEMPEL ARRIVED at the Golden Glow about half an hour late, but I didn’t mind. It had been a long day; I was glad of the chance to unwind, sip a little whisky, chat with Sal. She nudged me when Hempel came into the room—good bar owner that she was, even though she was in the middle of an amusing story about her grandmother’s 103rd birthday, she could track the whole room.


My own computer consultant has the soft face and body of a cherub, or at least someone whose only workout involves moving from the desk to the coffee machine and back. Troy Hempel looked as though he could break Ukrainian hackers into his soup, like crackers: his navy superfine pullover stretched across traps that made Sal cock a wicked eye at me.


“Is this Jake’s competition? Boy never got those muscles playing a bass.”


Jake Thibaut, my lover. I think. At any rate he’s a bass player, currently in Switzerland with his early-music group.


I shadowboxed Sal and got up to greet Hempel. I’d tracked him down while I was waiting in the hall at the Daley Center for my testimony to be called.


Court cases never work to a reliable timetable, which is fine with lawyers and judges who get paid for being there, but not so much fun for witnesses like me. At least during the hour I swung my heels, I managed to dig up Hempel’s phone numbers, both his cell and his office at the Fort Dearborn Trust.


Instead of trying to explain myself over the phone, I sent him a text. I composed it carefully, writing it out beforehand: I wanted to give him enough information to persuade him to meet me, without trying to second-guess why Ferring’s neighbor had been so cagey or why Hempel himself had hung up on me—assuming it was he who’d answered my call to Ferring this morning. My formal, stilted approach proved effective: Hempel’s response wasn’t enthusiastic, but he agreed to meet me at the Glow at six.


After setting that up, I found the court still arguing over whether my evidence was admissible. I also found three new incoming messages from Bernie. NO NEWS, I wrote back. I’LL LET YOU KNOW WHEN I’VE LEARNED ANYTHING, SO PLEASE STOP SLAPPING YOUR STICK AT MY KNEES.


Netflix had all three feature films that Jarvis Nilsson had made with Emerald Ferring. I streamed Pride of Place. Ferring made an ardent activist, but the dialogue was heavy-handed.


The bailiff finally called me at four, just as Ferring was sitting by the sharecropper’s grave with her baby boy. She was making a stirring speech to her parents about how one day a boy like him would be president, but until then, “We have work to do here, Mother. I can’t leave Elton’s side in death any more than I would in life.”


Yes! Cue “The Star-Spangled Banner.”


Court adjourned half an hour later, with my testimony still incomplete. I took the L north, changed out of court clothes to give the dog a quick run, then put on clean jeans and a bronze wool jacket and hiked back to the Glow. I was starting to feel like Peter Sellers, playing six characters in the same movie, racing from one costume to the next. I was late getting to the Glow, but still twenty minutes ahead of Hempel.


When I explained to Sal who I was meeting and why, she gripped my shoulder in an iron hand and pushed me onto a barstool.


“Emerald Ferring?” she said. “You’ve arranged a meeting with Emerald Ferring?”


“You know her?” I asked, prying her fingers out of my shoulder.


“I watched everything she was in when I was growing up, even that lame rip-off of The Jeffersons. She was such a model for me—if you meet her, you do it here.”


“It all depends on this minder of hers,” I said, “assuming he shows up. You’ll be glad to know that her neighbors protect her privacy as if she were the head of the CIA.”


Sal pelted me with questions—about the neighbors, Ferring’s house, and how August Veriden had wormed his way into Ferring’s confidence.


“You’re like a teenage girl with a crush,” I grumbled.


Sal nodded. “Where Emerald Ferring is concerned, I am a teenage girl with a crush.”


I decided not to mention I’d never heard of Ferring until this morning: that might create a chasm that would be difficult to bridge. Instead I showed her Troy Hempel’s entry on LinkedIn, and we bet on what he was likely to drink.


“Bourbon,” I said. “He’s young, he’s hip, he’s proving he’s smooth.”


“You might as well pay up now, girlfriend. Young, hip—beer, local brew.”


Hempel came in about ten minutes later. He had the impassive face of a discreet butler, but his eyes widened as he took in Sal’s famous bar, a mahogany horseshoe, and the Tiffany lamps that make her insurance too high for me to count even if I use my toes along with my fingers.


“I work five blocks away and never knew this place existed. How long has it been here?” he said.


“Since you were teething,” Sal said, flashing her thousand-watt smile to take the sting out of the words. “What can I pour you?”


He wanted beer, which made Sal smirk. Hempel asked for something called Hophazardly. I thought maybe he was challenging Sal for making fun of his youth, but she just called over to Erica, her head bartender, who trotted down the stairs and came back with a case to stick under the bar.


Sal had reserved a table for me in the far corner of the room, away from the televisions, which were giving us news on one screen and the Bulls on the other.


“Okay,” Hempel said. “Now tell me what you want with Ms. Emerald.”


“August Veriden.” I brought out my cell phone and showed him a couple of the shots I’d taken this morning in August’s apartment. “I have no idea what’s going on, but there’s similar wreckage in the gym where he works.”


I went through my spiel: August’s cousin hiring me to find him before the police did, my various theories about what had led to the destruction, and my wondering how well August knew Emerald Ferring. “Is she someone he might have confided in?”


Hempel had drunk his Hophazardly in two swallows and was rolling the bottle between his palms. Erica, who scans the room almost as skillfully as Sal, appeared with a fresh bottle and a lifted eyebrow. Hempel nodded but asked for a word with Sal. In private.


I made a face as Erica took him over to the bar and interrupted Sal’s conversation with one of her regulars, a trader who sits at the end every night, drinking four double bourbons whether the market is up or down. Sal is African-American: Hempel apparently needed her opinion on whether a white woman like me was trustworthy.


He came back to the table a few minutes later, Sal laughing at me behind his back. “Ms. Emerald left town ten days ago with August,” he said without preamble. “She might have told me what she was doing if I’d been here, but I was attending an advanced training institute in Tel Aviv. I only got home five days after she left. She told my mother she’d forwarded her phone to mine, and she expected me to take care of her affairs while she was gone.”


He gave a half smile. “I’ve been running errands for her since she moved onto our street twenty-five years ago. I think she still imagines I’m seven: ‘Troy, I need my lawn cut today’ or ‘Troy, I need a ride to the hairdresser,’ that kind of thing.”


“She didn’t tell your mother where she was going?”


“Oh, yes. She said August was a gifted young filmmaker who was going to put together a documentary of her life. They were driving down to Kansas so he could film her roots.”


I digested that. “Was it supposed to be a big secret? I don’t understand why August isn’t answering his phone.”


Hempel shook his head. “That has me worried, too. My mother wondered if August was taking advantage of Ms. Emerald. She never was a superstar, but she still gets royalties from a couple of TV shows she was in. She does better than most old black women, and we all—everyone on the street—try to keep an eye out for hustlers.”


“Is she able to manage her own affairs?” I asked.


“Oh, her mind is fine, but she never had much business sense even when she was young. She’s given me a power of attorney so I can handle her affairs. Anyway, my mother says she had a long talk with Veriden before they took off, and she thought he was on the level.”


“Right before he disappeared, Veriden cashed a biggish check. I’m wondering if Ferring gave it to him, and if so—did he con her out of it, or did she offer it?”


“Is that where that money went?” Hempel said. “I’m a signer on her accounts. I saw she’d pulled out four thousand, but she did it as a cashier’s check. Damn.”


He smacked a wide palm on the table. “This all happened while I was out of the country, but my mother says it was Ms. Emerald’s idea and that she talked August into going with her to film her, to make what they call an origin story these days. She’s wanted to find a way to revive her career, or at least generate interest in those feature films of Nilsson’s, so I believed it, believed it was Ms. Emerald driving the train, in a manner of speaking.”


“Maybe August pitched it to her, but in such a way that she thought it was her own idea,” I suggested.


“Yeah, that’s what I’ve started to think, especially since neither of them is answering their phones. We—my mother and I—have been trying to decide what to do. I hate to involve the cops, especially when I don’t know where Ms. Emerald is. They could be on the road in any of four different states or in some dinky Kansas town.”


“They drove?” I asked.


“Yes, in Veriden’s car, a Prius. Ms. Emerald hardly ever drives anymore, so he’d be doing it all. I’ve been worrying since I got back from Israel, but now I’m seriously disturbed. Look, I’d have to talk this over with my mother and one or two other people—but if they agree, would you try to find them?”
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CROSSING THE RIVER





ONE DAY MY grandfather walked across the Kansas River when a drought had shrunk it down to three feet,” Gertrude Perec said. “He left behind a wife, eleven children, and all his recipes for curing everything from warts to cancer.”


“You never told me that before, Gram. I mean about the cancer recipes,” Cady Perec said. “Did you ever try any of them? Or show them to Dr. Kiel?”


Gertrude laughed. “I only remember one, for stomach cancer: you soaked rose petals in port for seventy-two hours. Probably made all those good church ladies who signed the Pledge feel better even if it didn’t make them well. No, I never thought to mention it to Dr. Kiel, but maybe that lay behind my wanting to work for a scientist. Show up my grandfather for the charlatan he was.”


“Who is Dr. Kiel?” I asked.


“He’s a big disease authority—at least he was,” Cady said. “He’s retired now, but they still talk to him sometimes, like last year when there was a salmonella outbreak in Eudora—that’s a town east of here—he tracked it down to someone who was handling food at a burger joint. Gram used to be his secretary.”


She turned back to Gertrude. “I know that your grandfather never came home, everybody knows that, but did he ever write your granny, or your mom, or anyone?”


“If she did, she never let on,” Gertrude said. “I always wondered if he had another family on the other side of the river or if he just kept walking north until he got to Canada. My grandmother was a terrifying woman—the only time I asked her about my grandfather, she beat me until my legs bled, with a switch she pulled from that bush.”


Gertrude waved a hand toward the porch stairs, where a thick bush, stripped of most of its leaves by the fall storms, overhung the railing. The branches were about an inch around. Getting struck with one of those would hurt.


Cady Perec turned to me. “Disappearing grandfathers is a family theme. If I ever have kids, they’ll never know what happened to their grandfather, because I never knew what became of him—my own father, I mean. Gram never hit me with anything, but she doesn’t like to talk about him.”


Gertrude stretched out a hand to press Cady’s shoulder. “I’ve told you all I know, punkin.”


“Which is nothing.” Cady said.


“Even if I knew more about him, it’s nothing a stranger wants to hear.”


It was a warning signal, delivered with all the subtlety of a switch across the legs, but I ignored the hint.


“I want to hear things,” I said. “It’s how I sift out what I need so I can get where I want to be. And I never wantonly use the chaff.”


“Listen to you,” Gertrude Perec scoffed. “Sifting wheat from chaff. No one would ever guess you grew up in a big city instead of a farm.”


My cheeks burned, but I said in a tone of innocent inquiry, “I knew this was a university town, so I didn’t realize people who lived in it still farmed. Did the town grow up around houses like yours?”


Gertrude Perec’s brick house would have qualified as a mansion in the South Chicago of my childhood. I hadn’t been invited inside—we were sitting on a screened porch that faced northeast, toward the river that Gertrude’s grandfather had waded across—but it was a big Victorian, with maybe a dozen rooms on two stories. The sun had set, but the streetlamps shone across a few dead sunflowers, not wheat fields.


Cady laughed softly. “Gram grew up in this house, but we all know a little about wheat and corn, it’s so close to us. Everyone knows someone who works at the grain elevators or the fertilizer plant, especially us, because Grandpa Perec’s family used to farm south of town.”


It had been five days since my first meeting with Troy Hempel; I’d been in Kansas for two of them. It had taken Hempel, his mother, and six other neighbors several days to agree to hire me—after a fierce discussion on my abilities, whether I could be trusted to take Ms. Ferring’s disappearance seriously, and whether my fees constituted price gouging. Troy and his mother called me to a neighborhood conference; Troy had invited Sal as a character witness.


I brought Bernie and Angela, putting them under strict orders not to speak. Both young women were furious when I weighed in on the side of “No, this private detective doesn’t know or care enough about Emerald to waste our money on.”


I shut them up and continued to explain that Chicago was my briar patch. “I know how to get things done here, who the players are, and what games they cheat at. It’s where my friends are, so if I fall on my face, as we all sometimes do, the people are here who will glue me back together. Kansas—I might as well try to solve a crime in Milan. In fact, I’d probably feel more at home in Milan—at least it’s an industrial hub with an identifiable group of thugs. There are local agencies in Kansas who know all the players. It makes more sense for you to work with one of them.”


“None of us can go down there to evaluate an agency, except maybe Troy, and even then we wouldn’t know if they could be trusted to do the right thing,” Troy’s mother said. “Believe me, Ms. Warshawski, we talked about that, we talked about calling the Kansas state police. And Missouri and Iowa, depending which route August and Emerald took. It’s hard to involve an investigator in your private business, but at least we’ve met you and we’ve talked to people who think highly of you. Sal Barthele here says you are honest and reliable. We can pay you for a week’s work down there.”


Bernie interrupted to applaud vigorously. Angela said, “Another three days have gone by, and we don’t know where August is, or Ms. Ferring either. You really have to do this, Vic.”


I tried to suppress my visceral, two-year-old’s objection to people telling me what I really have to do, especially when Sal weighed in on that theme as well, saying she’d go herself if I didn’t.


“Ferring could be lost in some Iowa cornfield. Or this young moviemaker could have been hauled off to jail or shot by some small-town cop. Didn’t you say the police put out one of those reports on him because of the break-in at the gym?”


“A BOLO,” I said. “Yes. But I’ve checked with law enforcement in the four states where Veriden and Ferring might have been stopped and can’t find any record that he’s in custody.”


“But would you get a report from every rinky-dink town between here and Kansas City?” Sal demanded.


I’d worried about that myself, but even if Veriden had been picked up somewhere along the route, I couldn’t possibly check every small town along the interstates between Chicago and Kansas.


Sal’s urging wasn’t what sent me southwest. I’m not sure what my real reason was. It’s true none of my big-money clients needed me right now and most of the cases I was working on could be handled online. Any essential surveillance in Chicago could be offloaded onto the Streeter brothers, a trio whose core business had never been clear to me—they did woodworking, piano moving, bodyguarding, and surveillance, all with the same patient attention to detail.


Mr. Contreras was going to the Caribbean for three weeks to stay with a niece who had a winter place in St. Croix. While he’s able to look after himself, I don’t like leaving him on his own for long stretches now that he’s in his nineties. If he was going to be gone anyway, it removed one reason for my staying in Chicago.


And then there was Jake Thibaut, my bass player. A bass player. We’d been dating, or whatever people our age do, ever since the night he smuggled me past a group of thugs in a bass case.


Jake plays both modern and early music; his early-music group, High Plainsong, had won an important competition whose prize was a year’s residency in Switzerland. Jake had flown out in September, after six weeks of maniacal activity: renting his condo, working out logistics with venues where he already had commitments, helping his students find other teachers.


Long before he left, his head had been in the Alps, dreaming of music and musicians. Jake tried to talk me into going with him, which led to a major quarrel. “You’re in a rut, Vic. You do the same thing over and over. Why not jump off the high board with me, see what the future would hold if you risked everything?”


“You’re not risking anything,” I’d replied, annoyed. “You have a paid-for fellowship. What would I do? Quickly master German so I could start investigating Swiss banks for defrauding Holocaust survivors?”


“That’s what I mean,” he responded, annoyed in turn. “You’re bright, you’re creative—why does your mind automatically go to banks and fraud instead of something bigger, more challenging?”


“Can’t think of a bigger challenge than taking down a Swiss bank,” I couldn’t help saying.


“You take chances with your body all the time in your work, but you never take the big chances, life-changing chances,” he argued. “Fly to Basel with me, see what will unfold for you. There’s so much music there! It would inspire you in ways you can’t predict.”


“Listening to music and loving it, or loving you playing it, isn’t the same as making music,” I objected. “I can see myself in my life in Chicago. I love my work, and I don’t know what kind of work I could find in Basel that would bring me as much satisfaction.”


“Take a chance, see what opens up,” Jake urged. “If you spend the rest of your life chasing con artists and corporate maniacs, they’ll destroy your soul in the end.”


He flushed as soon as the words left his mouth.


“That’s what you think of my work?” I said after a stunned silence. “Soul-destroying? I thought I was helping people who’d lost all other options gain a measure of dignity.”


We’d kissed and made up, sort of, but in the two months since he’d left, our Skype sessions had become shorter, less intimate, and a few days before Bernie and Angela had come to me, Jake had sent me an e-mail saying he wouldn’t be back at Thanksgiving, as he’d originally planned.


“That’s the only week that Galina Yakovna can come to Basel before our Christmas concert, so it’s imperative that I stay here. Why don’t you fly out to join me?”


Yakovna was a Belarusian cellist whose name cropped up more and more frequently in Jake’s more and more infrequent messages. Maybe that’s why my message back was a terse, single sentence:


AND DEVELOP A SOUL?


A trip out of town, even to Kansas, began to seem like a good way to keep my mind off my troubles.


At the end of the meeting with Troy Hempel and Emerald Ferring’s other neighbors, I drove over to Max Loewenthal’s house. He lives on one of the quiet streets fronting Lake Michigan, and I knew Lotty Herschel was there that evening.


Lotty is a doctor who’s mended the breaks and tears my investigations have inflicted on my body; I’ve helped her navigate the painful journey through her murdered family’s history. It’s not a contest, no one’s keeping score, it’s just that despite the difference in age and background, we each keep the other going.


“The choice is between Kansas and Switzerland, and you choose Kansas?” Lotty’s mouth twisted in affectionate mockery.


“Mountains versus prairies, artisanal chocolate versus wheat, cuckoo clocks versus cuckoo politicians—who wouldn’t make the same choice?” I said. “Besides, even though I miss Jake, I don’t want to be a third wheel with his Belarusian cellist. Eighth wheel, since High Plainsong has seven members already.”


I could picture trying to find ways to amuse myself while Jake and his cohort practiced ten hours a day.


“You realize, Victoria, that something serious has perhaps already happened to Emerald Ferring and August Veriden,” Max said quietly. “I won’t tell you your duty, because you are the most duty-driven person I have ever known, but it would be a mitzvah to go in person, not rely on an unknown outsider.”


When I got up to leave, he stood on tiptoe to kiss my forehead. “You know, you have quite a fine soul. I wouldn’t tamper with it.”


I suppose it was the kiss, the compliment, that pushed me the final wavering steps across the line. The next day I organized the Streeter brothers’ support, mapped my route to Fort Riley, and rechecked law-enforcement databases for any dead or injured John and Jane Does who might match August’s or Ferring’s description.


I was bringing Peppy with me. A dog might be a hindrance in a strange place, but I felt as though I were setting off on a voyage to Mars, untethered from every place and person I knew and loved: I needed the dog’s companionship. Mitch, her half-black-Lab son, I sent to Dr. Dan’s, a boarding farm in Wisconsin—one companion on the road was all I could comfortably handle.


I packed a bag with my main physical tools: picklocks, extra clips for my Smith & Wesson, night-vision binoculars, evidence bags. A fifth of Johnnie Walker Black. My laptop, iPad, charging cables. Peppy’s bed, a bag of dog food. For me, hiking boots, a suitcase with three pairs of jeans, T-shirts, sweaters, slickers for the rain in the forecast, underwear, dress boots, my red Bruno Magli pumps—after all, I was going to Kansas—and a good outfit, because you never know.


Midafternoon I drove Mr. Contreras to O’Hare to catch his flight to St. Croix. Home to Skype with Jake. It was 5:00 P.M. in Chicago, midnight in Basel; he had just returned from a post-concert dinner. In the past when he’s been on the road, he’s played for me across the ether. We’d been too unhappy with each other lately for either of us to get comfort from his music, but tonight I asked for “Non più andrai,” from The Marriage of Figaro—a martial air to send me to battle in good spirits.


Jake got out his early-music bass and played the melody, then improvised on it for some minutes, finishing in a minor key. When the music faded, we hung up without speaking and I drove the first leg of the trip, spending the night on the Iowa border near the Mississippi River.
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A HAPPENING PLACE





CHICAGO SITS ON flat land, but skyscrapers and Lake Michigan make us think we live near mountains and oceans. South and west of the city lie the prairies. A lot of them.


As I drove through Iowa, I began to understand how pioneers from the east went mad in the vast landscape. Field follows identical field: brown cornstalks, limp and rotting in the rain; straw stubble standing in rough-plowed soil; farmhouse, outbuildings, a clump of trees; cornstalks, stubble, farmhouse. An occasional horse or cow or tractor.


I began imagining I was driving in circles. The sameness, the unchanging distance from a remote perimeter, the low gray sky glued to the horizon, made me feel like a tiny fish on a large salver, choking for air, longing for a hand to remove the platter cover. It was hard to stay alert; more than once I found myself swerving over the lane dividers, brought back to myself by the goose honk of a passing semi.


I stopped periodically to slog through fields around the rest stops with Peppy. A thin, cold rain had been falling since we left the Quad Cities, turning the ground muddy. After the first stop, I changed my socks and jeans and then had to do it again at our next break. I should have packed more clothes, another pair of boots, newspapers to wrap them in, my espresso machine, a fireplace, my mother’s piano, a case of Barolo, a ticket to Basel.


I drove through eastern Nebraska and took old US 77 south. Late afternoon we reached the Flint Hills in central Kansas. Even though the drizzle continued, at least the rolling hills made the horizon less oppressive. I found a dog-friendly motel on the outskirts of Fort Riley. It didn’t have an espresso machine or a fireplace, but it did have a washer and dryer, and after supper I was able to clean the clothes I’d dirtied during the day.


When I woke early Tuesday morning, the air had cleared; I drove to a nearby national park with Peppy. On a rocky outcropping above a creek, I watched the sun rise over the hills while the dog splashed in the water. It was strange, urban dweller that I am, to be the sole human presence in a landscape. Birds were hard at work, hawks were circling in the vast sky, the dog flushed a rabbit and took off in furious chase, but I was the lone person. I stood still, letting the silence close in on me. At first it felt soothing, but after a time it began to seem ominous. I jumped down, called the dog, and ran along the trail.


At ten, in clean jeans and my good jacket, I presented myself to the base commandant. He proved surprisingly helpful, or at least his secretary did. A brisk woman in khaki whose insignia I was too ignorant to interpret, she was startled by my mission.


“Emerald Ferring? How funny—I never heard of her until she showed up last month, and now here you are, looking for her.”


It was hard to believe the trail was so easy to pick up: I could have done this by phone from Chicago, saved myself a long drive and the client several hundred dollars. “When was she here, exactly?”


The secretary consulted her computer. “Thirteen days ago.”


“Was there a young man with her?” I pulled out my phone and showed her August’s website photo.


“Yes, that’s the man. Ms. Ferring said he was going to film her childhood home, but all those units were torn down decades ago. The whole fort is configured differently now. The general asked Colonel Baggetto to show Ms. Ferring the location. He took them around, then gave them a pass to the base library so that Ms. Ferring could look at the archives and see maps of the fort from when her father served here.”
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